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Using Caterpillars to Teach Students Plant Defense Chemistry
Being sessile, plants have always been overshadowed by the more active members of the animal kingdom, despite their remarkable ability to thrive in diverse and hostile environments. This presents an opportunity for educators to broaden their pupils' understanding of the natural world. However, the main challenge is to show students within the constraints of a biology course that plants are, in fact, lively organisms that actively perceive and respond to environmental factors including other living things.
A recent article in Natural Sciences Education addresses this challenge by presenting an easy-to-do hands-on laboratory activity that uses caterpillars as detectors of plant defense levels. In this investigation, caterpillars of beet armyworm (Spodoptera exigua) reliably distinguished between leaves from two lines of the model research plant thale cress (Arabidopsis thaliana) that differ in their production of defense compounds called glucosinolates-thus presenting a cost-effective and active learning tool for students to study the ecological significance of plant genotypes and phenotypes.
This educational innovation has been well received by first-year undergraduate students and offers a unique opportunity for students across a range of learning levels to study and appreciate the inherent links between biochemistry and the ecology of plants and herbivores.
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